associations and issues clustering around it: witchcraft; superstition vs. belief; colliding worldviews; white stereotypes of blacks; ritual vs. superficial pop etc. etc. And so I can group together a variety of dramatic styles; conflicting voices and viewpoints; provocative jibes, and sequence them and frame them so they problematise or comment on one another and acquire meaning. I can load them. My audience is static and attentive. But in a large dining environment it's very difficult to layer work and frame it adequately. A lot of what might work in the context of one of my plays comes across as flat, exotic and trite at Moyo. I continue to struggle to make pieces which have integrity there.
Krueger:
A question which I'm sure a lot of people might want to ask you is how you feel about the more blatantly commercial aspects of entertaining diners, after having dealt with such deeply spiritual issues in your first three productions with Third World Bunfight. How do you bring together spirituality and fine dining?
Bailey:
Only three or four of my works have been explicitly orientated towards spirituality/ritual: Ipi Zombi?, iMumbo Jumbo, Heartstopping and The
Prophet.
Big Dada was a turning point, because I saw Idi Amin as the destroyer of everything spiritual or sacred, so made this an anti-spiritual/anti-ritual work.
Verdi's Macbeth, Medeia and my own Safari, which I've made subsequently, have not really had that ritual orientation, that focus on the work as a releaser of essential energy. I suppose I've been investigating other things:
possibly more of an interest in structure, design, concept and spectacle.
I'm reworking Oscar van Woensel's Medeia (I first made this with students of Wits School of the Performing Arts in 2003) on paper at present for presentation in early 2005, and find myself drawn back again to the ritualistic, so maybe the streams are converging.
Krueger:
Sure, Big Dada does seem to constitute a change in direction from the three Xhosa plays. When I read the script (unfortunately I never got to see it), there were, of course, recognisable elements, like the somewhat absurd humour tempering the extreme horror of the circumstances. In this way there were certain similarities with the story of Nongqawuse (The Prophet), and yet there seemed to be a shift from the spiritual to the material.
Talking about your new focus on "structure, design, concept and spectacle" as opposed to "ritual, energy, spirit": this does seem to be a significant reorientation -from inside to outside, so to speak. Which is not to say, I
suppose, that the two are necessarily at odds with each other. I mean, Robert Wilson's pieces certainly seem more specifically focused on all of those first elements, and yet they are also highly ritualised, particularly in terms of the obsessive repetitions he demands, and he does also deal with very "spiritual" subjects.
Bailey:
When had reservations about tackling the project, as I knew nothing about Haiti, and had serious concerns about just barging in and misrepresenting a country which has suffered so much misrepresentation. But the opportunity to work in a third world backwater in the Americas, home of Vodou, and hotbed of political intrigue, swayed me.
I was given the CDs of a Haitian Vodou-rock group, RAM, whose songs were to be the basis of the show. RAM's songs are in Creole, and tend to be rock interpretations of repetitive, cyclic enigmatic phrases.
The play I wrote -entirely without text -dramatised the history of Haiti in an allegorical way, mixing history and myth, historical characters with the vivid personalities of the Vodou pantheon.
Krueger: Sounds interesting. How did it turn out?
The writing/designing process was very enriching: the cultural wealth of Haiti being extraordinary. Working without text was liberating and difficult:
everything had to be conveyed by images. I wanted to make a show where narrative was unnecessary, just to make a series of tableaux vivants, one for each of the RAM songs I selected, and each one looking at a particular aspect of Haiti. Each one multi-layered and associatively connected with the others in the series -the way a painter would work. I get frustrated with the linear conventions of theatre, with plot and story.
The producer wanted linear conventions, because she wanted a show that would have wide commercial success. But my vision is generally too dark and tangential to have wide commercial success, so she wasn't being very astute to begin with.
Anyway, I made something which was somewhere between the two, a compromise, a series of very vivid scenes with a story of colonialism and slavery and revolt and liberation and dictatorship and supernatural Vodou intervention etc. etc. etc.
It was quite baffling to anyone watching it… narrative is definitely aided by text, is the moral of this tale.
Directing the show was extremely unsatisfying, owing to different languages and work ethics between the creative team and the cast.
Krueger:
I notice that you use the spelling "Vodou". Why?
Bailey: "Vodou" is from the Creole. "Voodoo" is from Hollywood. In Vodou Nation, the show I made with the Haitians which charted the rise of a Haitian dictator from slavery, he brought the tyrant to his knees and tore him to shreds and liberated new life into the country. This is the dude I
worship. This is the dude in me who makes the plays. Mind-blowing lighting and extraordinary discipline. I was gob-smacked.
I'm drawn to the freedom contemporary dance has, unfettered by the narrative and linear progression that encumbers theatre. But contemporary dance does very little for me. It's too precious most of the time for my taste.
Generally text-based theatre leaves me cold: it does not transport me anywhere, and I'd find the stories more engrossing on film.
Driving past the slums of New Crossroads on the N2 between Cape Town and Stellenbosch always makes a strong impression on me and makes me re-examine my motives for making theatre.
A question on cultural identity: Homi Bhabha talks about identification as involving "the production of an image of identity and the transformation of the subject in assuming that image." (The Location of Culture, Routledge, 1994:45 To generalise randomly: the first world is sanitised, materialistic but cut off from the body, conceptual, compartmentalised, self-reflexive, self-conscious, curious but arrogant. The third world is impulsive, volatile, sprawling, physical, spiritual, brash, poor, hungry, self-absorbed.
In South Africa more than anywhere else I see the interaction between these realms and the anomalous, glittering life-forms they spawn. So I suppose my work reflects that to the world.
Continuing on this line -your work has always seemed transgressive to me, in the sense that it inevitably seems to go beyond theatrical (and, possibly, cultural) expectations. Are there boundaries which you believe need to be transgressed? Any comments on the nature of (and, perhaps, the necessity for) transgression?
Bailey:
Yes, of course. Generally, the walls that contain society are erected to keep the lowest common denominator in place. Those who erected them do so out of fear that they might be displaced, out of fear of what lies beyond the walls.
They are barriers of control. Some of these controls are necessary, some out-dated or just plan oppressive. The necessity for them is always shifting.
They need to be tested all the time. If they are never breeched, those inside them are deprived of the wild, essential energies of the forest. Bailey: Ja, ja. I challenged her at the opening event, just after she made that speech, saying that I took umbrage at having my work contextualised in this way. I told her that when I present my work, I'm not going for a consultation; that the relationship she spelled out implied a one-way flow and a hierarchy whereas, to me, the work is at best an interaction which is mutually beneficial/enlightening to both artists and audience, and which is often more therapeutic for the audience than for the performers, who, like shamans, are giving energy to the audience and taking them to realms beyond themselves…I said that European audiences need no encouragement to sit and dissect and analyse art, and that from my observation of the insular, constrained and conservative Swiss, the audience was in far more need of therapy than the performers. I'm learning that things come of their own accord. Sometimes to work too much on some aspect when making a play is misguided, because then you over-intellectualise it and settle on a dry response to the problem. I like to have a long process time, so that when I identify something that is tricky to see and resolve, I can just shelve it for a while and wait for it to appear. I still get panicky though…
